Seven interviews with self-identified EfS educators from a range of primary, secondary, and tertiary settings were conducted at their workplaces. The interviews discussed the educators' pedagogical approaches to teaching and learning sustainability concepts. During the interviews, imagination was not referred to directly until the last open-ended question. Additionally, 14 weeks' participant-observation research at a 5-Star Sustainable primary school examined how imagination occurs in a sustainability education program for students and teachers. Visual, audio and written data, interviews with educators and students, reflective notes, and a range of visual material were gathered.
A diffractive, narrative discourse analysis views the data as learning stories, and examines how imagination arises in EfS, how imagination is understood in teaching and learning, and the extent to which imagination works to construct and expand ways of seeing the world for students and teachers.
Findings indicate that primary, secondary and tertiary educators work creatively to facilitate understanding the environmental realities that constitute matter, resources, and systems. The analysis narrates how educators use images, stories and metaphorical thinking to facilitate students' ability to imagine other perspectives, or concealed realities that are not immediately tangible or apparent. Findings highlight the ways in which children are encouraged to imagine their way into the lives of non-human entities, think backwards and forwards in time, and imagine bigger picture perspectives involved in migration and global systems, as well as smaller worlds at the level of nutrition, energy or biodegradability. Teaching and learning often involves metaphors and comparisons in order to communicate and build conceptual understandings. The use of photographs and other images evoked narrative responses and discussions; for example, educators and students constructed meaning through positioning matter as a storyteller with a life and a narrative. Imaginary perspectives were encouraged, such as asking questions about the feelings and perspectives of animals, resources, and objects themselves. As the analysis discusses the ways in which imagination contributes to students' and teachers' experiences and understandings in EfS, it recognises the complex, conceptual work of understanding the many dimensions of sustainability.
The thesis advances new understandings of imagination in EfS and provides a unique view of contemporary EfS practices. The imagination is reconceptualised as a way of knowing, learning, and understanding environmental knowledge, particularly in Australia. It argues that imaginative ways of knowing bring into being a concealed level of existence and relationships that are essential to understanding sustainability. This has important implications for the future of EfS and EE. Further advocacy and research is needed that considers imagination as a part of environmental knowledge to make educating students' environmental imaginations a central consideration of EE theory, research and practice.
